CHAPTER    XXII

EUROPEAN RUSSIA: UNION OF SOCIALIST SOVIET

REPUBLICS (SOYUZ SOVETSKIKH SOTSIALISTI-

CHESKIKH RESPUBLIK)

MONOTONY and vastness are the characteristic qualities of European
Russia. Nature has conspired in this connection by preparing an en-
vironment gigantic in size, but characterized by an unusual degree of
uniformity. The country is one vast and featureless plain, stretching
from the Carpathians to the Urals and from the Caucasus to the
Arctic. With its long, cold winters, short, hot summers and scanty
rainfall, nature has provided a climate which nearly matches the relief
in its lack of variety. Even the zones of vegetation partake of the same
qualities. From the White Sea and the Gulf of Bothnia, the world's
greatest remaining forest stretches to the Urals and then eastward
through Siberia to the Pacific. In the south, extending from the
Dnestr (Dniester) through the Ural-Caspian Gap, is a mighty area
of open steppe, where on all sides the land moves to meet the horizon
unbroken by trees and, frequently, by hum'an habitation.

Little wonder that man reflects the mood of nature, and presents an
almost uniform response to this monotonous environment. Some 86 per
cent of the vast population of 128,800,000 are uneducated peasants
living in little villages, and cultivating their land in the same primitive
ways as their fathers did. Incorporating something of both the east
and the west in their ethnic and cultural background, this mass formed
the plodding Russian Giant which for centuries supported and obeyed
the commands of one of the most ruthless aristocracies that the world
has ever known. But at last aroused, the giant shook off his former
masters and surprised the world by becoming the disciple of a new
social and economic philosophy. As yet, in spite of this stupendous
change, the life of the average Russian peasant goes on much as before.
Spending his entire effort in a sometimes futile attempt to provide
sufficient food to support life, not understanding and being largely
uninterested in the affairs of others outside of his own district, he
seems an individual separate and apart from the rest of the Europeans,

S12